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A widely acknowledged challenge 
for accounting educators is student 
difficulty with accounting. Both read­
ing and arithmetic abilities are pre­
requisites necessary for success in 
accounting, although Rhodes and 
Calhoun’s research has indicated 
that reading is the most important.1 
Therefore, an investigation into the 
readability of introductory account­
ing textbooks was conducted to 
determine whether these textbooks 
have reading levels appropriate for 
their intended audiences.
A review of literature revealed a 
dearth of information regarding the 
readability of collegiate accounting 
textbooks. Yet, textbooks play a key 
role in the instructional mode of ac­
counting. For example, Astin found 
that 86 percent of accounting lec­
tures closely follow the textbook 
while in other courses of study only 
52 percent of the lectures closely 
follow the textbook.2 Therefore, it is 
essential that the purpose of these 
textbooks — to convey understand­
ing of accounting — should not be 
stymied by reading levels inap­
propriate for students.
The purposes of this paper are (1) 
to remind professors of the impor­
tance of readability measurement in 
the selection of textbooks, (2) to il­
lustrate the application of the Flesch 
readability formula, and (3) to pro­
vide specific readability measures of 
many current introductory account­
ing textbooks.
Readability
A readability formula is a tech­
nique for measuring, in an objective 
manner, the style difficulty of writ­
ing.3 Of the scores of formulas avail­
able, the Flesch is the formula of 
choice for determining the 
readability of accounting textbooks. 
The Flesch is reliable4 and valid,5 is 
statistically superior to other non­
word list formulas67 intercorrelates 
as high as .98 with the Dale-Chall 
Formula8 (which requires that all 
words be checked against a list of 
basic words), is applicable to techni­
cal materials,9 and is relatively 
easy10 to apply in evaluating 
prospective textbooks. The ease of 
application is an advantage for prac­
tical classroom use.
Although research in the field of 
readability has clearly established 
the utility of the Flesch formula, the 
inherent limitations of readability
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formulas must be noted. Readability 
formulas are criticized most often 
because such formulas do not 
measure contextual difficulty, 
abstractness and density of ideas, 
student interest in a subject, 
organization, size of type, length of 
line, spacing, kind of ink and 
paper,11 student health, religion, 
ethnic background, or what the stu­
dent had for breakfast.12 Although 
readability formulas are not perfect, 
they do provide objective measures 
of the reading difficulty of textbooks. 
Professors utilizing a readability for­
mula have a tool for ranking availa­
ble textbooks in order to match their 
readability with students’ reading 
ability. If several textbooks meet the 
objective readability criterion, sub­
jective criteria encompassed in the 
complete learning system will 
govern the selection process. On the 
other hand, if selections have been 
made, knowledge about the 
readability of the textbook will help 
to provide more appropriate instruc­
tion. Efforts can be made to compen­
sate for or take advantage of the 
reading level of the textbook.
Methodology
In order to incorporate the entire 
pedagological horizon, twenty-two 
introductory accounting textbooks
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intended for the first year of study 
(except for two one-semester text­
books) were identified and grouped 
according to primary emphasis: (1) 
procedural (textbooks which present 
concepts as well as procedures), (2) 
conceptual (textbooks which 
emphasize concepts), and (3) self­
learning. Assignment to one of the 
three categories was made by utiliz­
ing one or more of the following cri­
teria: (1) authors’ intention as 
reflected by preface remarks, (2) 
publishers’ communications, and (3) 
researchers’ judgment. Two-volume 
sequences used for the first year of 
study were treated as one textbook. 
For example, Financial Accounting: 
An Introduction by Bierman and 
Drebin, with nineteen chapters, and 
Managerial Accounting: An In­
troduction by Drebin and Bierman, 
with eighteen chapters, were treated 
as one textbook with thirty-seven 
chapters. The textbooks are listed in 
Appendix A.
The Flesch formula which predicts 
grade level* was deemed most ap­
propriate for the study. Because of 
the technicalities of constructing the 
prediction formula and the difficulty 
in finding criterion reading pas­
sages at the college level, the grade 
level of a particular textbook is 
somewhat underestimated at adult
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TABLE 1
INTRODUCTORY ACCOUNTING TEXTBOOK 
READABILITY LEVELS*
Flesch Standard Textbook Classification























*Textbooks are referred to by first author. See Appendix A.
levels.13 This is not considered a 
serious problem because all text­
books are treated consistently, thus 
allowing for a meaningful ranking. 
When interpreting the grade level 
Flesch scores, it is important to 
remember the underestimation and 
to place more emphasis on the rank­
ing. However, the grade level scores 
were chosen deliberately because 
they give more information than 
Flesch’s Reading Ease scale which 
is inverted (lower numbers indicate 
more difficult reading material) and, 
for that reason, difficult to interpret.
Readability research has reported 
that a large number of 100-word 
passages is appropriate to deter­
mine the readability of textbooks.14 A 
table of random digits was employed 
to select five chapters from each tex­
tbook. Three 100-word passages 
were extracted from the first page, 
the last page, and a middle page of 
each chapter selected. Thus, each 
textbook was represented by fifteen 
100-word samples which provided a 
good indication of the reading level 
of the textbook.
After selection of the fifteen 100- 
word passages from each textbook 
was completed, the following counts 
were made:
1. The number of words to the end 
of the sentence closest to the 
end of the 100-word sample — 
the number could be greater 
than or less than 100.
2. The number of sentences to the 
end of the sentence closest to 
the end of the 100-word sample. 
Each sentence should have a 
complete thought, but a sen­
tence could end with a period, 
with a colon, or with a semi­
colon.
3. The number of syllables in the 
100-word sample.15
One investigator did all sampling 
and counting to ensure the consis­
tent handling of judgment decisions.
A modification was made to the 
Flesch formula in order to increase 
its accuracy. The formula specified 
that the number of syllables in each 
100-word sample be counted (step 
3). Because of the tedious nature of 
accurately dividing each word into 
syllables, counting syllables is the 
area of greatest error. Therefore, in 
lieu of counting syllables, letters in 
each 100-word sample were counted 
and the letter count was divided by 
3.1127 because research has shown 
that the average syllable is com­
posed of 3.1127 letters. Results ob­
tained using this modification correl­
ate .98 with actual syllable 
counts.1617
Findings
The Flesch grade level scores for 
the twenty-two introductory account­
ing textbooks are reported in Table 
1. The grade levels ranged from a 
low of 9.0 to a high of 11.3. The 
average score and the median score 
were 10.3. Because of the 
progressive nature of the under­
estimation of grade level for material 
above the seventh grade,18 the grade 
levels probably ranged from 11.0 to 
16.0 or from fairly difficult to difficult.
The standard deviation column 
provides information concerning the 
readability range within each text­
book. For example, at the 95 percent 
confidence level, the readability of 
the Flesher and Flesher textbook is 
from 7.8 to 10.2, while the Johnson 
and Gentry textbook has a range of 
8.6 to 13.4.
Information in Table 1 also reveals 
that the procedural textbooks 
ranged from 9.0 to 11.0 and encom­
passed virtually the entire range. 
The conceptual textbooks ranged 
from 10.1 to 11.3 or from the middle 
to the top of the range except for the 
Davidson, Schindler, and Weil text­
book which, with a readability score 
of 10.1, demonstrates that concep­
tual textbooks do not have to be in­
herently more difficult than pro­
cedural textbooks. Three of the four 
self-learning textbooks have a 
readability score which is less than 
the 10.3 median. Therefore, the 
range for self-learning textbooks is 
from the low to the middle of the 
readability range except for the 
Margolis and Harmon textbook 
which, with a readability score of 
10.6, is enough above the median of 
all textbooks to question whether 
self-learning is facilitated.
Recommendations
Differences in the readability of 
twenty-two introductory accounting 
textbooks have been presented 
through the use of the Flesch for­
mula. Professors recognizing the im­
portance of readability measurement 
can utilize the information when 
selecting textbooks, planning in­
struction, and preparing textbooks.
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First, because differences exist in 
the readability of accounting text­
books, this factor merits inclusion as 
a primary criterion in the textbook 
adoption decision model. In fact, the 
objectivity of readability measures 
could provide an excellent “tie 
breaker” when other factors such as 
content appear to be equal. Ac­
counting professors at all levels of 
collegiate education can utilize ob­
jective readability measures in order 
to match textbooks with students’ 
needs, interests, and abilities.
Second, failure to match textbooks 
with students may result in the use of 
textbooks which are too difficult for 
students and which will require that 
relatively more time be spent ex­
plaining and clarifying basic con­
cepts than would otherwise be 
necessary. Certainly, the more 
readable the textbooks to the stu­
dent, the more helpful it is to the pro­
fessor. Another instructional advan­
tage of readability measurement is 
the awareness of parts of a textbook 
which are more difficult to read. The 
professor can anticipate whether 
trouble spots are likely to be the 
result of reading difficulties or prob­
lems with the content.
Finally, the techniques for 
calculating the Flesch scores pre­
sented in the study may be utilized 
by authors and publishers of text­
books to evaluate a product’s 
readability for particular audiences. 
For example, self-learning materials 
might benefit by a significantly lower 
readability score than textbooks in­
tended for traditional classroom use. 
Likewise, conceptual textbooks 
need not be inherently more difficult 
from a reading standpoint than pro­
cedural textbooks.Ω
*Flesch applied regression techniques to 
develop a formula to predict reading difficulty 
using word and sentence length as the fac­
tors most predictive of comprehension 
difficulty. The equation for the formula is:
C75 = .0846wl + .1015sl - 5.6835 
where
C75 = the average grade of students who 
could answer three-fourths of the 
test questions correctly
wl = word length (syllables per 100 words) 
sl = sentence length in words
SOURCE: Rudolf Flesch, “A New 
Readability Yardstick,” Journal of Applied 
Psychology 32 (June 1948): 224-225.
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ACCOUNTING POSITION. The 
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$25,000 to $38,000, depending 
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teaching ability. Equal; Oppor- 
tunity/Affirmative Action 
Employer. Respond with vita to 
Professor Sue Hinrichs, School of 
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tion, University of the Pacific, 
Stockton, CA 95211, tel. (209) 
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